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Human-Nature Relationships in Raja Ampat:
How Tourism Development in Coastal Areas Affects
Residents’ Local Wisdom and Social Wellbeing
Timoti Tirta
Ascenta Indonesia

timoti.tirta@gmail.com

This article illustrates residents’ local wisdom and social well-being regarding tourism development
in a coastal area. Tourism development is believed to cause various impacts in various aspects of
residents’ life, such as economic, socio-cultural and environmental. This article will explain how
those impacts, added to residents’ local wisdom, result in different perceptions from them. The
research which was conducted for this article used qualitative methods, involving 18 informants
in semi-structured interviews in Saporkren and Sawingrai, Raja Ampat. The research sought to
elaborate the relationship between impacts, residents’ perceptions and their social well-being in
the context of tourism development. The findings began with the categorisation of human-nature
relationship eras, which are the ‘Before Trading Era’, the ‘Trading Era’ and the ‘Tourism Era’. It
continued with analysis of factors behind residents’ perceptions and social well-being, for instance
nature quality, local wisdom and tourism development itself.
Key Words: human - nature relationship, impacts, perceptions, social wellbeing, local wisdom

Introduction
In the modern world, tourism development creates
various impacts for life on Earth. In relation to humans,
the UNWTO stipulates that tourism should empower
residents and help them to obtain a better life quality
(Kaiwa, 2017). This is usually measured via economic,
socio-cultural and environmental aspects (Ribeiro, Valle
& Silva, 2013). However, impacts of all forms can be
both positive and negative. Furthermore, residents expect
a balanced situation: what benefits they can obtain to
replace what they have ‘lost’ because of tourism activities.
In tourism, this situation is described as social exchange
(Ap, 1992; Gursoy & Rutherford, 2004; San Martin et
al., 2018). Therefore, tourism principally should spread
benefits to society whilst minimising or mitigating the
potential negative impacts.
The impacts of tourism always influence residents’
perceptions (Brida, Osti & Faccioli, 2011; GarauVadell et al., 2016). There has been much research
about residents’ perceptions and social wellbeing in the
context of tourism development, but the author realises
that much of this focuses on quantifiable results derived
from quantitative approaches (Stylidis, 2017; Ruiz et
al., 2019; Kafashpor et al., 2018; Wang & Luo, 2018).
The research often stresses quantifiable data, statistic and

other numerical forms, whereas the author believes that
subjective meaning is very important to be included in
tourism development research.
Therefore, residents should be the subject of tourism
development itself, not the object. This can be achieved by
using ethnographic approaches which emphasise cultural
values and ideas of a subject (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
This approach will also expand the body of knowledge in
tourism studies.
This article will focus on the subjective wellbeing—a part
of social wellbeing—of residents in Raja Ampat, who are
influenced by their perceptions of tourism development.
Raja Ampat1 was chosen because it is one of the best
and fastest-growing diving destinations in the world
(TripAdvisor, 2018). Moreover, Raja Ampat is an islands
regency, dominated by natural landscape as the basis of
nature-based tourism. The area also has just started to
develop, so many changes to the local economy, sociocultural and environmental situation have happened and
this change has become an important topic in discussions
about local tourism - thus linking well with current
literature.
1 Raja Ampat is an islands which is located in West Papua
Regency, eastern Indonesia.
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Figure 1: Map of Indonesia Illustrating Location of Study Area

Figure 2: Location of Case Study Sites (based on Google Maps)

Residents in Raja Ampat are recognised as a traditional
society who preserve their local wisdom2 in the midst of
current global progress. In this context, the author will
try to illustrate how society’s local wisdom guides the
interconnection between cultural values and practices in
residents’ lives, within their natural surroundings, and
2 In Indonesia, local wisdom is well-known as kearifan lokal,
a concept which is related to cultural values, norms and
belief of an ecologically connected community.

their perceptions of the impacts of a rapidly developing
tourism industry. This interconnection and lifestyle is the
basic source of residents’ social wellbeing.
A dynamic process of tourism development drives Raja
Ampat residents to derive various benefits, such as
general education, knowledge about the outside world
and income. On the other hand, the process also causes
incremental price increases for goods, cultural value
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waning and environmental degradation in relation to
the quality of nature in the area (Bhati & Pearce, 2016;
Salvatierra & Walters, 2017).
Nature quality in Raja Ampat declined in the first decade
of the current century (Varkey et al., 2010) and tourism
was indicated as one of the causes. According to Paramita
(2018), this era was the worst period for nature quality.
This decline affected the majority of the population who
work as fishermen, - where they depend on the quality
of the natural environment. Hence, a balanced situation
between positive and negative impacts of tourism and
how the residents respond to it will be discussed.
From the research that was conducted in this article,
the author found that the decline of nature quality in
Raja Ampat has resulted in many differences between
the villages. There are 117 villages in more than 1,800
islands in Raja Ampat, therefore, the author chose two
different villages for observation - in two different islands
- to allow for comparison.
The first village was Saporkren (see Figure 2). Nature
quality in this village has been constantly declining.
The second village was Sawingrai, located further to the
west. Nature quality in this village has been improving in
recent years because of some government policies which
have been adopted to preserve nature since Raja Ampat
became a new regency in 2003.
This article attempts to answer two questions. How do
residents of Raja Ampat perceive the impacts of tourism
development as the basis of their social wellbeing? What
are the future prospects for local residents in terms of
preserving nature and living with tourism?

Literature Review
Local Wisdom and Human-Nature Relationship
Local wisdom is an incorporated concept of knowledge,
belief, understanding and cultural tradition or ethics
which directs a human’s life in an ecological community
(Keraf, 2002). In line with this, Keraf, Pornpimon,
Wallapha and Prayuth (2014) also emphasised local
wisdom as a construction of local knowledge - to live
well together with one’s surroundings, including society
and environment. Local wisdom leads society to accept or
reject any developments happening in their community.

Practically, society builds their own cultural values, norms
and beliefs based on existing situations, problems and
experiences in their daily life (Ratana-Ubol & Henschke,
2015). They learn, adapt and build mechanisms in order
to survive. As a continuous learning community, society
will preserve their local wisdom as long as they have an
appropriate support from their surroundings. Even so,
any change in their surroundings will force society to
reshape local wisdom to adapt with the condition.
However, local wisdom is not a separate idea from society.
People live with their local wisdom for every aspect of
their life. In the modern world, local wisdom drives them
to consider choices before making a decision, in aspects
as wide ranging as views on education or health care
(Istiqomah et al., 2014), architectural design and urban
planning (Widodo, 2012).
Since residents in Raja Ampat live with limited physical
infrastructure and modern technology, compared to
big cities in Indonesia, they still live traditionally and
depend on natural sources. Their views on nature, as well
as traditional culture and belief, construct their way of
thinking on living together with other humans, creatures
and nature itself. This way of thinking is intrinsically
connected to their local wisdom.
In the process of living together, human and nature
experience some changes in perception of which one
is more dominant in an ecological community. Ingold
(2014) believed that human and nature have similar
domination because they live together and evolve with
each other. Therefore, their position should remain the
same and benefit both parties.
Nonetheless, critical perspectives believe that with
technology advances and modern ways of thinking, in
their current situation, humans will try to gain sovereignty
over the ecological community (Seymour, 2016). They
will be driven to exploit nature and receive more benefits
economically. Problems start to arise when people act
carelessly to develop their economic activities, but
damage the quality of nature. Once it begins, the balance
between human and nature is furthermore disturbed.
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Tourism Impacts and Perceptions
Impacts are divided into three aspects, which are
economic, socio-cultural and environmental (Ribeiro,
Valle & Silva, 2013; Almeida-Garcia, Pelaez-Fernandez,
Balbuena-Vazquez & Cortes-Macias, 2016). Since the
beginning of tourism development history, impacts
have risen and influenced residents’ life. They are still
happening and are now recognised as a part of tourism
development itself.
According to Vargas-Sanchez, Porras-Bueno and PlazaMejia (2011), and Andereck and Nyaupane (2011),
tourism development will result in positive economic
impacts in society. It offers new jobs (Capacci, Scorcu &
Vici, 2015) and functions to support the local government
in shaping economic policy for society (Seetanah, 2011).
However, there are also negative impacts, such as price
inflation for goods and land, as well as overdependence
on tourism. Residents who are not involved as tourism
stakeholders are usually the ones that are impacted by
these disadvantages of tourism (Andereck & Nyaupane,
2011).
Other than economic results, tourism activities
also produce socio-cultural impacts. According to
anthropologist Alland (1980), socio-cultural includes
expression in behaviour, rules for belief and social life,
and exploitation of the environment. In tourism studies,
tourism development practically causes social and
cultural change in society (Frent, 2016). Some positive
impacts can be seen through residents’ efforts to preserve
local tradition for tourism needs. Without tourism, society
can lose their local traditions, values and assets. Tourism
can also act as a pull factor for society to create new
jobs related to it; for instance tour guide and hospitality
workers. However, these jobs must be in balance with
additional knowledge and skills (Leu, Eriksson & Muller,
2018). On the other hand, negative socio-cultural impacts
also occur in all tourism destinations, for example cultural
value changes that exploit society or nature (Seymour,
2016).
The third set of responses is environmental impacts,
which include natural, physical and public facilities.
The development of roads and public toilets (Kuvan
& Akan, 2005), then the establishment of government
policy regarding nature sustainability are some of the

positive impacts. However, nature quality degradation
happens in various locations because places are managed
irresponsibly by government and residents. Specifically,
in the context of this paper, Raja Ampat experienced
highly negative environmental impacts in the beginning
of the 21st century (Varkey, Ainsworth, Pitcher, Goram &
Sumaila, 2010).
As mentioned before (by Brida, Osti & Faccioli, 2011),
impacts on residents’ lives will drive how they perceive
tourism development in their area. Residents who live
in the area before tourism takes place generally have
stronger perceptions regarding its development and
activities (Jani, 2018). This occurs because they have
been involved since the early stages and processes of the
development. Therefore, residents will compare their life
before and after the development of tourism.
The link between impacts and perceptions of tourism
are related to whether tourism gives residents more
opportunities and better conditions in life—for instance
growing other sectors simultaneously with tourism. If
facilities and conditions improve, they will have positive
perceptions, such as acceptance and support for tourism
growth in the area. In other words, positive perceptions
are the result of benefits obtained by the residents (Brida
et al., 2011). Nevertheless, as the subject of society, some
residents also have negative perceptions toward tourism
development. Additionally, tourism does not always
spread positive impacts equally to society. Even when
residents live in the same area, it is normal to experience
impacts differently among each resident. This happens
because there is an uneven distribution of rights, or
discrepancies in how they perceive what they get. Hence,
negative perceptions will rise from this condition (Garcia
et al., 2015; Moghavvemi, Woosnam, Paramanathan,
Musa & Hamzah, 2017). Residents, who are not involved
as tourism stakeholders or experience structured
exclusion, receive negative impacts from tourism - then
they will have more negative perceptions. This concept
is strengthened by Ap (1992) who believed that cost and
benefit will drive various perceptions regarding tourism.
In conclusion, tourism impacts and local wisdom are the
basis for residents to have positive or negative perception
in relation to tourism activities.
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Social Exchange Theory and Social Wellbeing
Social Exchange Theory began to develop when
sociologists (Homans, 1961; Blau, 1964) began to
explore interaction-based theory between cost and
benefit. Social exchange theory has been adapted to
tourism studies by some since the end of the 20th century
and into the early years of the 21st century (Ap, 1992;
Gursoy & Rutherford, 2004; Jurowski & Gursoy, 2004;
Moyle, Croy & Weiler, 2010). According to Ap (1992),
social exchange theory in tourism studies is a concept
of mutual correlation between what the local residents
get from tourism development and what they lose from
the same activities. This means that if residents receive
more advantages than disadvantages, it will be a sign of
positive exchange.
As human beings, residents certainly hope to obtain this
kind of exchange. However, negative exchange can occur
if residents get more adversities than benefits. Residents
will automatically connect their benefits and losses to
their perceptions and acceptance of tourism development
in their areas. Hence, some experts believe that social
exchange theory is the best way to understand residents’
perceptions regarding tourism studies (Ap, 1992; Moyle,
Croy & Weiler, 2013).
In this development of thought, positive exchange will
drive residents’ wellbeing; conversely, negative exchange
will have the opposite impact. According to White
(2009; 2019), social wellbeing has three types, which
are material, subjective and relational. In this article, the
authors will focus on material and subjective wellbeing
which are linked to residents’ satisfaction.

Positive exchange contributes to various material impacts
for residents, such as income, infrastructure and new
systems in society. These objectively become sources
of residents’ wellbeing. This means that every physical
development will affect material wellbeing, either
positively or negatively. Thus, adding material value has
the potential to increase residents’ material wellbeing. In
the tourism context, material impact from tourism can
materially increase residents’ happiness.
Furthermore, residents perceive material things
subjectively. When residents are happy and satisfied with
what they have received, it will influence their subjective
wellbeing (Kenny, 2005). White (2017) emphasised
subjective wellbeing with a psychological approach to
measure human happiness subjectively. What makes
people happy or even sad comes from themselves
and their interpretation of any situation around them.
Therefore, subjective meaning is formed according to
residents’ life context. Social wellbeing can be personal
for everyone, even in a group. In the tourism context,
subjective wellbeing focuses on what tourism gives to
the residents’ life. To conclude, their wellbeing depends
on the impacts of tourism and their perceptions toward it.
According to the literature review, the author formed a
research framework (Figure 3). Social exchange theory
plays an important role in constructing social wellbeing
from tourism impacts. It arises directly from impacts
to material wellbeing, but it transforms impacts into
residents’ perception first before being abstracted to
subjective wellbeing. The combination of material and
subjective will then shape the residents’ social wellbeing.

Figure 3. Research Framework
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Materials and Methods
This article focuses on subjective meaning which can
be obtained with the idea of residents as the subject.
The author believes that the most suitable approach is
ethnography, a way of qualitative research, because it
helps to understand Raja Ampat’s residents’ local wisdom
and perceptions toward tourism development.
To collect data, the author conducted in-depth interviews
with 18 informants from four groups. First, residents
who are involved in tourism activities, such as homestay
owners, local tour guides and boat drivers. Second,
residents who are not involved in tourism activities.
Third, older residents (over 65 years old), explaining
about their local wisdom and perceptions of the natural
environment. Fourth, local government, explaining about
their policies regarding history and tourism development
in the area. All informants were the representatives of
their villages who can explain phenomena accurately
based on their merit and experiences. The sampling
process used a snowballing strategy (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016), starting with the homestay owner that the author
stayed with during the research.
The in-depth interview guide substantially aimed to gain
data about informants’ experiences about living in the
natural environment both in the past and the present,
the process of tourism development, material impacts
and personal sense about tourism impacts at the current
time, the reason(s) for being involved or not in tourism
activities and their ideas about local wisdom. Merriam
and Tisdell (2016) illustrate this kind of data collection
and suggest it will gather details about the cultural values
and ideas of a subject. In-depth interviews were held
in the Indonesian language, and lasted between 30-120
minutes each.
In addition to formal interviews, the author also had
daily conversations with various residents and also used
participant observation. These additional methods were
used to triangulate all of the data (Li, 2014). In order to
collect robust data, it was essential to have residents’ trust,
so that they would reveal their true feelings. Therefore,
the author stayed at two local homestay owners’ houses
in Saporkren and Sawingrai for two months. Both owners
were residents who were directly affected by tourism.

During this process, the author followed the owners’ daily
activities—such as talking to customers—and discussed
marketing strategy and infrastructure development that
was related to tourism. The author also discussed about
socio-economic and environmental changes regarding
current issues of tourism through daily conversation.
Ingold (2014) believes that this data collection process
creates trust and comfort in local residents, thus data
were obtained naturally.
During the two months of the study process, the author
also conducted desk research, using government data.
The author received data and information from the local
government tourism office which is located in Saporkren.
The entire data set was processed through coding,
appointing themes and analysing residents’ perceptions
derived from the recordings of various interviews.
The written research was also validated by putting this
research through a peer review process with subject and
local experts.

Findings
Human-Nature Relationship
Human and nature are interconnected, therefore they
have a very complex relationship. Residents sometimes
treat nature with care, just like a family member, but at
other times they forget and start exploiting nature. In
relation to that, the author found three eras of humannature relationship in Raja Ampat as the result of this
research.
The first ‘era’ is took place before the 1990s, and has
been titled as the ‘Before Trading Era’. In this period,
humans and nature had a positive relationship. Based
on their local wisdom, residents treated nature as their
mother; they treated it as well as they possibly could.
They enjoyed living with the sea and animals within their
community. As older generations have suggested both
verbally and by their behaviour, they were accustomed
to caring about nature. Moreover, residents who mostly
worked as fishermen depended on what they obtained
from nature to fulfil their daily needs of food. The
relationship between human and nature in this era was
perdurable.
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residents’ local wisdom and reinvigorating its importance
in local society. However, the local wisdom was different
from that which existed in the Before Trading Era as it
had to adapt with tourism development in the area.

[Nature is] just like a mother. She always gives
food to human and cares about human. There
is no mother who does not love her children,
she always gives the best. That is why we have
to protect her as well (Laurent, fisherman in
Saporkren).
However, the era ended when fishermen started to
use modern fishing tools and market mechanism was
developed. Those two reasons have influenced and
changed the residents’ way of fishing.
Then, ‘Trading Era’ began in the 1990s. As residents
got into a more market-based economy and society,
they forgot about their relationship with nature. Their
local wisdom was eroded by their economic imperative.
Furthermore, the increasing population of Raja Ampat
drove fishermen to take as many fish as they could, made
possible by modern fishing tools which had just started to
be used widely in the area during this era. The fish were
not only served as daily meals but also sold in the city
market. Thus, residents had money to meet their other
needs.
... people irresponsibly took benefits from
nature. [They] really did not care about nature.
They also took a lot of fish (ineffectively) and
sold them (Septinus, fisherman in Sawingrai).
They also started to use some illegal methods as well,
like explosives and poison. These methods damaged
not only nature and the fish life cycle, but also the coral.
As a result, nature suffered significantly in this era, fish
went further to the open sea and fishermen had difficulty
catching them. Agostini et al. (2012) suggest that this era
produced the worst natural conditions in Raja Ampat.
The last period is the ‘Tourism Era’, which began in the
2000s. The starting point of this era was the appointment
of Raja Ampat as an independent regency in 2003 by
central government. The government then directed Raja
Ampat to become a Marine Regency because it is enriched
with marine sources, such as fish and coral. Therefore,
the area was developed with a focus on marine-based
tourism (Rajaampatkab.go.id, 2019).
Local government and residents strove to improve
the environmental quality of the area. Policies and
agreements were put in place with a view to cultivating

In the beginning of this era, fishermen found difficulty
in limiting the amount of their catch. However, tourism
development changed the market system in Raja Ampat
over time. The price of fish became more expensive
when it was sold to tourists. So, fishermen would catch
less, but get more money. Moreover, tourists would
only visit the area if it had beautiful scenery and decent
environmental conditions. This pushed residents to
preserve nature, hence the demands of tourists formed
a positive correlation between tourism development and
residents’ awareness and care of nature.
In the past, there was a decrease on the amount of
fish. But when tourism developed, fish increased
more and more. The consciousness about nature
conservation has become better (Alex, Village
Secretary of Sawingrai).
Unfortunately, nature quality in a few areas near the
centre of Saporkren has not yet recovered. There are some
causes, for instance the increasing population, pollution
from residents’ daily activities and the aforementioned
tourism development.

Tourism Development and Impacts
Considering the human-nature relationship, residents’
perceptions cannot be detached from the condition of
the environment and how they exist in certain situations.
Tourism development has led to new challenges and some
impacts for residents in the area (which are Saporkren
and Sawingrai in this research). Even so, tourism has
caused distinct impacts based on the context of those two
villages.
Saporkren
Saporkren has the largest population in Raja Ampat. It is
also the only tourism village that is located on the same
island as the city of Waisai, the main settlement in the
area. To illustrate, all tourists who visit Raja Ampat transit
through Waisai before continuing their trips. In regard
to that, there are both advantages and disadvantages for
residents.
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The government has built road infrastructure to ease
residents’ trips to the city and vice versa. This also helps
tourism development because tourists now can reach
the village by motorcycle or car, and residents can buy
tourists’ needs from the city centre anytime. Therefore,
the road has attracted more tourists to come and stay in
the village, giving benefits to tourism stakeholders.
On the other hand, some are of the opinion that bigger
numbers of tourists also cause greater damage to the
quality of nature, for instance fish going further to the open
sea. These opinions were aligned with marine experts’
research (Drius et al., 2019; Correa et al., 2019; SanchezCaballero & Borges-Souza, 2018). Consequently, nature
quality in this village is considered to be the worst in the
regency.
For accommodation, some resorts and eco-friendly
homestays use natural sources, like bamboos, wood and
leaves from the forest, for their construction. The owners
are mostly people from outside Raja Ampat, such as
Jakarta. Besides that, there is also some accommodations
managed by foreigners who married Indonesian nationals.
Only a few accommodations are owned and managed by
local residents. However, they also have some souvenir
and snack shops on a small scale. Local residents usually
buy goods from the city centre, then sell them for a higher
price in Saporkren. Meanwhile, meals are generally
provided for tourists all day by each accommodation.
Residents’ participation in tourism development is highly
influenced by their life context and tourism impacts. The
important context to be discussed here is residents’ skills
and capital. Residents who have skills and capital can
participate in the tourism sector, for instance as homestay
owners. This job will help them increase their income
because there is only a limited accommodation in Raja
Ampat. Residents who work as carpenters or drivers can
also participate, such as providing materials for homestays
or piloting boats for island tours. Other residents can
be tour guides, explaining everything that tourists need
during their stays in Raja Ampat. Eventually, residents
will gain new knowledge and language skills. Nature
quality degradation is not a barrier for any of these groups
them to obtain benefits.
Tourism helps a lot of people in this village.
Nowadays, they can get better jobs and money

from tourists. Slowly but sure, tourism will
develop residents in this village, so we have
to accept that (Organes, homestay owner in
Saporkren).
Residents who do not have skills and capital face a
different situation. They usually work as fishermen with
traditional boats and paddles. As tourism develops, and
this aligns with nature quality degradation, the number
of fish is also decreasing. These individuals are left
with only a limited fishing area because some homestay
owners forbid them to catch fish near the homestay areas.
However, they cannot fish further from the shore because
they have to paddle their boats. To conclude, residents
without skill and capital neither make enough money
to meet their daily needs of food nor participate in the
tourism sector.
Sometimes, if we think critically, tourists ask us
to preserve nature only for their own interests,
such as diving and snorkelling. After having fun
with their activities here, they will just leave. The
problem is fish also go away further to the sea
(Azariel & Klemens, fishermen in Saporkren).
As mentioned before, natural conditions in Saporkren
have not yet recovered. High demand for fish in the city
centre means that some residents’ activities worsen the
nature quality. Illegal fishing by people from outside Raja
Ampat and particularly tourism activities (snorkelling,
diving and boat engines) could be the causes. The
existence of tourism itself has interfered with the balance
of nature directly. However, local government supports
tourism development because it is one of the main
income sources in Raja Ampat.
It would be much better if there is no tourist at
all here. Nature would be very good and our life
would be better, but it would not happen since
the government gives a big support for tourism
(Marina, resident of Saporkren).
Sawingrai
Sawingrai is also one of the nearest tourism villages to
the city of Waisai, but it is not on the same island like
Saporkren. It takes approximately 50 minutes by boat to
reach the area. Here, the residents have preserved nature
properly since the Tourism Era, hence the amount of fish
keeps growing nowadays.
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In the past, there was an era of decline in
the number of fish. But when tourism is welldeveloped, it grows more and more (Septinus,
fisherman in Sawingrai).
Residents who have skill and capital show a similar
condition to residents in Saporkren with the same
attributes. They build homestays and become tourism
stakeholders, such as boat drivers, tour guides or food
suppliers. Even so, residents who do not have skill or
capital experience better economic impacts than their
counterparts in Saporkren.
The local government restricts some fishing activities,
for instance they limit the volume of the catch, prohibit
illegal fishing and preserving nature, in order to create
a better quality of nature and thus, support tourism
development. This policy does not become a problem for
residents because the number of fish keeps increasing.
Fishermen also do not have to catch many fish any more,
they only need a small number which are sold with a
higher price to homestays for tourists’ meals. Therefore,
they make sufficient money for their daily needs.
Tourism has affected the economy of Sawingrai.
Fishermen do not have to go to the city centre to sell
fish, they can sell them to tourists, or people who are

serving tourists. Although the price of fish becomes more
expensive, tourists can still afford it. Fishermen receive
benefits from this market system. Hence, they can
continue to catch fish with nature-based wisdom, without
explosives or potassium poison. This mechanism helps
nature to recover and revives residents’ local wisdom in
the midst of tourism development.
Nowadays, it is a good condition for fishermen
because it is easy to find fish. Furthermore,
with the increasing number of homestays, we
can just sell the fish to them with higher price
and we do not have to use a lot of fuel like what
we did when we sold the fish to Waisai (Frans,
fisherman in Sawingrai).
Although
development,
particularly
physical
infrastructure, in Sawingrai is not as extensive as in
Saporkren, it does not diminish tourists’ desire to come
to the village. Thus, the Tourism Era has spread various
impacts, for example new market system, jobs and
knowledge, higher price of fish and the most important
one: better environmental quality.
Residents’ Social Wellbeing in the Context of Tourism
As a result of analysing the findings, the author created
three categories based on residents’ perceptions and
social wellbeing (Figure 4). The first group is residents

Figure 4: Categories of Perception and Social Well-being
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in Sawingrai, both those who have skill and capital
and those who do not have them. The second group is
residents in Saporkren who have skill and capital. The
third group is residents in Saporkren who do not have
skill and capital.
The first group lives in Sawingrai and experiences
good nature quality. As explained before, good nature
quality has influenced residents in the village to be more
involved in tourism. Both residents who have skill and
capital and those who do not accept and support tourism
development. The existence of tourists does not bother
them as a local community. This condition occurs because
residents’ life quality is improved. They get more benefits
than losses economically. Interaction with tourists also
escalates their professional skill, language ability and
knowledge. By social exchange analysis, this group
receives positive exchange. Therefore, residents would
have positive perceptions toward tourism development.
Positive materials and feelings from residents, as subject
of this analysis, grow their social wellbeing. Hence, in
the context of Raja Ampat, good nature quality is the
main factor of residents’ social wellbeing quality.
The second group lives in Saporkren and has skill and
capital. Although they experience bad nature quality,
the advantage of being located on the same island as the
city centre makes tourists keep visiting the village. This
group thus can serve tourists in homestays or as boat
drivers and tour guides if they have high communication
skill. They get money, knowledge and other benefits
in exchange. Infrastructure in the village also helps
them to lift their life quality. From the social exchange
perspective, they still derive more benefits than losses
from tourism development. Therefore, there is almost no
reason to object tourism development.
The ease of participation for these residents in the tourism
sector in Saporkren is not as easy as in Sawingrai, but
their skill and capital have saved them. This then leads on
to the analysis of social wellbeing. Objectively, they have
materials to support their wellbeing, whereas subjectively,
they feel satisfied with all the changes that happen in the
area. To conclude, skill and capital have helped residents
to survive the lower environmental quality in the Tourism
Era and thus, they experience social wellbeing.

The third group also lives in Saporkren, but do not
have skill and capital. This group objects to tourism
development because it only causes them losses, such as
degradation in the quality of nature. Hence, as their life
context aligns with traditional fishermen, they can neither
do their daily job nor participate in tourism activities.
Those difficulties have steered them to perceive tourism
in their village negatively. They have no major reason
as to why they should support tourism development.
Consequently, they show negative perceptions in regard
to tourism activities in the village. Unfortunately, this
group cannot do anything and can only depend on the
local government to help them survive.
In social exchange analysis, this group feels they
only receive losses without any benefits from tourism
development. They also feel their livelihoods and lives
are threatened by the existence of tourists and tourism
activities in Saporkren. Thus, materials and satisfied
feelings are absent from their lives which indicate a
decline in their social wellbeing. In conclusion, bad
nature quality and lack of skill and capital can cause the
absence of social wellbeing.

Discussion
The findings in this article indicated that the factors of
perceptions and residents’ social wellbeing cannot be
detached from one another. All findings were also driven
by the residents’ personal context.
In the literature, it has been mentioned that the impacts of
tourism development, including material thing, such as
road infrastructure (Kuvan & Akan, 2005) and new jobs
(Capacci, Scorcu & Vici, 2015), will produce positive
perceptions from residents. This is because they can use
it as an advantage in their daily life. However, in reality,
this research shows that the most important thing which
should be stressed, is the opportunity to fulfil residents’
daily needs. All development, both material and sociocultural, cannot change residents’ perception as long as
their life become worse in relation to fulfilling their daily
needs economically. For those who are in this context, all
development impacts will become useless.
Furthermore, some research shows that tourism will
increase residents’ life quality (Vargas-Sanchez, Porras-
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Bueno & Plaza-Mejia, 2011; Andereck & Nyaupane,
2011). Material development, such as road infrastructure
and jobs, can facilitate them. However, in the longer
term, it will make the gap between residents who
can participate in tourism and the ones who cannot
participate becomes wider. Residents who can participate
will grow continuously, but the non-participants will be
stuck. In the process of the gap getting wider, residents
will have negative perceptions linked to their worsening
social wellbeing. Material wellbeing can be seen in the
public sphere, but it does not add anything for residents
individually. Material changes can also influence
residents’ subjective wellbeing becoming even worse.
According to the literature, residents living in the same
area are generally presented as having similar perceptions
towards tourism, either agreeing or disagreeing with
it. However, this research indicates that residents’
perceptions are not always in union. A few aspects
should get more attention, for instance the context of
capital becomes a massive consideration in relation to
perception. Capital, such as money, skill and ownership,
can be a way for residents to participate in the tourism
sector. Otherwise, they will be excluded from this sector.
Therefore, residents in the same area can have different
opinions, derived from their perceptions and ability to
participate.
In the end, the author opines that in some cases, subjective
wellbeing is seriously influences by material wellbeing.
White (2009; 2019) divided social wellbeing into three
types, but they cannot be a mutually exclusive system. In
a tourism context, as it develops into a business sector,
there is an expectation that it will increase people’s
economy. However, as long as part of the population
has not experienced positive impacts, tourism will result
in negative perceptions and protests. These two results
eventually decrease residents’ social wellbeing. So,
subjective wellbeing will become worse when there is a
problem with material wellbeing.

Conclusions and Recommendation
The findings in this article emphasise the importance
of differences in environmental quality in certain areas
and residents’ skill and capital in a tourism development
context. Those differences influence residents’ fulfilment

of their economic needs, thus they trigger them to have
distinct perceptions and experience social wellbeing as
well. Economic needs manipulate residents’ local wisdom
which is used as their life guide. These findings are in
line with Brida, Osti and Faccioli (2011), who suggest
that changes in situation that are impacted by tourism
provide significant differences to residents’ perceptions.
As explained by Ap (1992), social exchange theory
in a tourism development context illuminates this
phenomenon. For instance, the analysis talks about cost
and benefit in socio-economic perspective. It is concluded
in this paper that the balance of cost and benefit will
produce distinct levels of social wellbeing. This result
was can them be elaborated with White’s analysis (2009;
2019) of material and subjective wellbeing.
In Raja Ampat, the research area for this paper, residents
in a village with good environmental quality, who have
both skill and capital and those who do not have them,
can all benefit from the tourism sector to a certain extent,
therefore lifting their social wellbeing. At the same time,
residents in a village with poor nature quality depend for
their social wellbeing, on their possession of skill and
capital. Those who have skill and capital will thrive,
whilst those who do not have them will experience life
quality degradation.
Therefore, in a tourism development context, residents
who live in coastal areas are very dependent on the
quality of nature and its changes, and this is moderate to a
certain extend by their own personal attributes. The local
wisdom of this type of resident is adapted to the life they
currently experience. The traditional ‘child and mother’
relationship between human and nature is gone forever,
and replaced by a local wisdom which is influenced by
tourism and its related economic developments.
The research that was conducted in this article also
demonstrates that qualitative methods, which emphasise
residents’ subjective meaning, can be successful in
producing new perspective about the depth of this
tourism phenomenon.
Although there are many varied opinions of tourism
development in Raja Ampat, the author believes that
this development cannot and will not be stopped. The
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Figure 5: Cooperation Mechanism Between Saporkren and Other Village Leaders

government believes that nature-based tourism is the
biggest asset of Raja Ampat to improve its residents’
life quality. Hence, considering the current situation, the
author has recommendations for residents and tourism
stakeholders to thrive in the future (Figure 4).
Raja Ampat should develop a new market or trading
system for residents. Saporkren should build a local fish
market which is owned and operated by residents of the
third group who are not involved in tourism sector. The
suppliers would be fishermen in small villages that are
far from the city centre and have not developed in line
with the tourism sector. They can sell their excess catch
in the market.
However, village leaders should create regulations in this
system, because they have political power and legitimacy
over residents, and should consider the implications of
direct selling to homestays versus the operation of a
cooperative market. Central government and NGOs
should also be involved in giving knowledge and
guidance about this market mechanism. Then, this local

market will be the intermediary between fishermen and
homestays in Saporkren.
In this way, all groups in Raja Ampat could be involved
and survive in line with tourism development, while also
derive benefits and empowering themselves.
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